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NSW Department of Education & Training
This paper explores how play as an educational tool can enhance 
social capital for adult learners in institutional settings. Framed by 
conceptualisations of social capital (Putnam 1993, 2000) and play 
(Melamed 1987, Meares 2005, Vygotsky 1978) and supported by 
research literature on play in adult learning, our action research 
in our adult education classes focuses on cooperative forms of 
play in which pretend, role-play, improvisation, playful activities 
and a playful mindset were key components. We investigate these 
play experiences in terms of their implications for nurturing adult 





























relationship is mutually beneficial (Field 2005). However, it cannot 
be	taken	for	granted	that	when	individuals	come	together	as	a	

















is tied to qualities of the interactions such as enthusiasm, reflection, 
action,	engagement	and	respect	–	‘our	conversations	can	be	catalysts	
or	impediments	to	learning’	(Baker	2006:	1).






Play and adult learning
Key aspects of social capital identified here are also associated 
with	play	–	and	so	it	stands	to	reason	that	we	explore	relationships	
between	play	and	social	capital. While	most	commonly	associated	
























From her work with adult learners, Melamed (1987) has identified 
five defining characteristics of play that are described in Figure 1.
4   Pauline Harris and John Daley Exploring the contribution of play to social capital in institutional adult learning settings   













































Approach to our inquiry



























Self-study is best regarded as a sequence of reflective instances 
about your teaching. Reflection is a personal process of 
thinking, refining, reframing and developing actions. Self-study 







tertiary sector. She sought to develop, apply and refine principles 
of	learner-centred	pedagogy	to	her	adult	education	context	–	







situations that require him to seek, implement and reflect on teaching 
approaches	that	optimise	adult	learners’	engagement.












and anecdotal records. We verified these observations by talking 
about	them	with	our	adult	learners.	Dialogue	was	a	key	aspect	as	we	




































inquiry unfolded. We then illustrate these observations with specific 
scenarios	from	our	classes.
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they collectively built understanding. We illustrate these findings in a 




qualifications recognised in Australia.
John	divided	the	class	into	three	small	groups.	Each	group	was	given	
an	activity	designed	to	encourage	learners	to	use	discussion	and	
problem-solving skills studied in class to achieve the goals specific to 
each	task.	These	activities	involved	children’s	picture	books:
•	 The Waterhole	(Base	2001)	–	this	activity	involved	identifying	































Exploring metaphoric qualities in play and their contribution to social capital
In	play,	we	found	that	adult	learners’	creativity	came	to	the	fore.	
They	freely	followed	hunches	and	impulses	and	engaged	with	real	




























































































experiences of this film. They also reached into the historical 











is having the confidence and know-how to reach within oneself to 
realise	latent	capabilities,	as	well	as	to	reach	beyond	one’s	immediate	
situation and access other people and resources, to the benefit of the 
individual	and	the	group.
Reflecting on this connection, we explore below a scenario in which 
play	was	used	to	mediate	an	assessment	task	in	John’s	class	with	
Communication	Skills	students.	The	activity’s	focus	was	to	use	
















commitments, and showed difficulty in meeting deadlines and 
contributing	to	the	overall	goal	of	the	team.
Two	very	different	ways	of	resolving	this	issue	emerged	in	the	role-




























of principles associated with social capital (italicised in this figure).























•	 providing	experiences	where	flexibility, diversity and 
inclusivity	of	ideas	and	people	were	valued
•	 breaking	down	potential	barriers	among	adult	learners	









•	 opening	up	avenues	of	collective thought and intellectual 
corroboration	by	valuing	intuitive	thinking,	and	
following	hunches	and	streams	of	consciousness


























to	access other people and resources






inquiry needs to continue to document the specific details of play’s 
contribution	to	social	capital,	along	with	adult	learners’	perspectives	
of this relationship, and any carry-over effects and benefits to other 
adult	learning	situations.	Also	of	interest	in	this	line	of	inquiry	are	the	
bridges	adult	educators	may	build	from	play	to	other	kinds	of	adult	
learning approaches, and the role that reflective dialogue between 
adult	educators	and	learners	may	have	in	building	such	bridges.
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This article presents the outcomes of recent research into adult 
education programs and experiences in the Shire of Campaspe, a 
region in northern Victoria. Research data of people from diverse 
cultural backgrounds reveal how individuals can utilise adult 
education as a space to explore their own social and cultural 
isolation in a regional context. The research reveals patterns of 
migration, internal population mobility, social isolation and cultural 
identity within the context of this one regional shire. The article 
discerns the roles that adult education providers play in creating 
specific kinds of space for people to discover new social networks 
while interacting with informal and formal structures and processes 
of adult learning. Adult education programs and practices can play 
an important role in providing space for the exploration of social, 
cultural and economic experiences. However, individual adult 
education organisations manage their spaces and programs in such 
